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This paper recognises that customer loyalty is important for many competitive organisations, 
and that retail firms make investments to build and maintain loyal relationships with their 
existing and potential customers (e.g. loyalty programs). However, there has been little focus 
on the mechanisms by which these relationship investments operate to achieve customer 
loyalty. This paper examines one mechanism, namely customer gratitude, which works to 
make a firm’s relationship marketing investment a success or a failure. Using data from 1600 
undergraduate students, this study empirically confirms the mediating role of customer 
gratitude between the customers’ perceptions a firm’s relationship marketing investments and 
customers’ perceptions of the value of the relationship with the firm. Further, a significant 
moderating effect of perceived benevolence on the relationship between customers’ 
perceptions a firm’s relationship marketing investments and customer gratitude was 
identified. For theorists, this customer gratitude model offers a better psychological 
explanation of how relationship marketing investments operate to improve the value that 
customers place on their relationships with retailers. Our research suggests that managers 






Customer Relationship Management, Relationship Value, Loyalty Programs, Relationship 
Investments, Benevolence, Gratitude 
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INTRODUCTION 
Social exchange theory proposes that social behaviour is the result of an exchange process 
(Lawler & Thye, 1999). Rational customers seek to increase their utility within an exchange 
process by maximizing their benefits and minimising their costs. In a retail context, customer 
costs include  financial, temporal and physical (effort expended) costs (Markin, 1979); 
benefits, on the other hand, are outcomes received from the retail relationship, such as goods 
and services (Konovsky & Pugh, 1994). When costs outweigh the benefits, customers will 
abandon the retailer; conversely if the benefits outweigh the costs, rational customers should 
remain loyal (Settoon, Bennett, & Liden, 1996).  
 
In an attempt to ensure that customers’ perceived benefits outweigh their perceived costs, 
many firms invest heavily in marketing relationship activities, such as loyalty programs 
(Arbore & Estes, 2013; Reinartz & Kumar, 2002). For example, the top 16 retailers in Europe 
collectively spent the equivalent of A$1 billion on their loyalty programs in 2000 (Reinartz & 
Kumar, 2002), while Qantas spent A$203 million on their Frequent Flyer loyalty program 
(QANTAS Report, 2012). Firms invest in loyalty programs with the objective of avoiding 
price competition and increasing brand loyalty by creating switching costs, ultimately to 
increase profits ( Leenheer & Bijmolt, 2008). However, it remains unclear why some loyalty 
schemes achieve these business objectives, while others fail (Gustafsson, Roos, & 
Edvardsson, 2004). Considering the significant investments made by retailers into 
relationship marketing programs, it is important to develop a better understanding of the 
mechanisms that determine the success of such programs. Accordingly, this research 
responds to calls to examine constructs that impact customer loyalty (Pan, Sheng, & Xie, 
2012). 
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Hogan (2001) defines the customer-perceived value of relationship with the firm as the 
customer’s perception of cumulative worth of all the tangible and non-tangible benefits that 
they derive from the relationship with the retailer. Loyalty programs should increase this 
worth and, consequently, strengthen the relationship between the two stakeholders (Ashton-
James & Ashkanasy, 2008). Yet, for some retailers, loyalty programs do not produce the 
promised results of lower customer churn, higher profitability and valuable consumer insights 
(Leenheer & Bijmolt, 2008; Nunes & Drèze, 2006). Several authors provide evidence that 
loyalty programs may negatively impact customers’ perceptions of the value of their 
relationship with a firm (Gustafsson, et al., 2004; Hennig-Thurau & Hansen, 2000; Stauss & 
Seidel, 2002). Dowling and Uncles (1997) suggest that although loyalty programs have 
proliferated, they do not appear to have improved customer/firm relationships  (Bridson, 
Evans, & Hickman, 2008). As such, the question that remains unanswered is; why do many 
loyalty schemes fail to achieve customer loyalty?  
 
Social exchange theory offers some insights into the mechanism by which loyalty schemes 
work. Social exchange theory is based on the assumptions of the rational economic view of 
relationships (Settoon, et al., 1996). Following this logic, customers’ economic evaluations of 
their relationships with retailers is based on the costs that they incur versus the core products 
and services that they receive, plus any augmentation in the form of additional benefits. 
Additional benefits may take the form of accruing redeemable loyalty points, exclusive 
discounts, service upgrades and customised special offers (Arbore & Estes, 2013). This 
rational economic view of social exchange does not consider customers’ emotional responses 
to the actions of the retailer. This oversight is interesting as evidence suggests that consumers 
are to a great extent emotion driven (Fredrickson, 2004; Haidt, 2000; Waugh & Fredrickson, 
2006) and their responses to external stimuli, such as loyalty programs, are spontaneous, 
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emotional and not well reasoned (Arrow, 1986; McLeod & Chaffee, 1973). In contrast to 
social exchange theory, positive psychology theories explain how interventions (such as 
retailer stimuli) may impact emotions. As such positive psychology may complement social 
exchange theory to give additional insights into the impact of retailer augmentations to their 
core offering.  
 
Common emotional responses to receiving a benefit are delight, indebtedness and gratitude. 
Delight is a customers’ emotional response to a surprising positive departure from 
expectations (Schneider & Bowen, 1999). For instance, delight may result when a customer is 
provided with an unexpected fee waiver, service upgrade or discount. Customer delight, by 
definition, is self-directed and does not motivate the customer to pay back (Rust & Oliver, 
2000). In contrast, indebtedness is an outcome of involuntary participation in an exchange 
process; when a person perceives they are under an obligation to make a repayment for the 
benefit received. Arguable, feelings of indebtedness can lead to negative emotions, such as  
guilt, and may motivate customers to avoid the retailer that provided the benefit (Mathews & 
Green, 2010). Customer gratitude is a voluntary, other-directed emotional response that 
arises from the recognition that a benefit has been received from a seller (Bonnie & de Waal, 
2004; Buck, 2004; Komter, 2004). If the benefit received is perceived as genuine and 
demonstrates the retailer is acting in the best interests of the customer, the benefit is 
perceived as a benevolent act. Benevolence involves retailers showing genuine consideration 
and sensitivity, while refraining from exploiting customers (Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2002). 
Hence, gratitude and the moderating effect of benevolence, are important components of 
business-to-customer relationships (Morales, 2005) and offer potential insights into the 
mechanism by which customers’ perceptions of relationship marketing investments may 
enhance their perceptions of the quality of their relationship with a retailer. Interestingly, 
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despite many loyalty programs emphasising the relationship between customers and retailers, 
and the effect of these relationships on customer behaviours, marketing literature remains 
silent on the explanatory role of customer emotions in the relational exchange process. This 
study addresses this gap by empirically examining the roles that customer gratitude and 
perceived benevolence play in the process of customers’ evaluating their relationship with a 
firm based on their perceptions of firms’ relationship marketing investments. 
 
Literature Review 
Many retailers are investing in relationship marketing activities to stimulate their customers’ 
perceptions of value in the relationship (Kim, Lee, & Yoo, 2006). When customers perceive 
that retailers’ have invested in their relationship they are likely to experience a range of 
positive emotions, for example, delight and indebtedness and gratitude. Of these, gratitude is 
voluntary and other-directed and will stimulate the norm of reciprocity, particularly if the 
customer perceives the benefit received is a benevolent act. This drives a process for 
customers to give back to the retailer that they feel has invested the relationships with 
perceived extra benefits (De Wulf, Odekerken-Schröder, & Van Kenhove, 2003; Weiner, 
Russell, & Lerman, 1979).  This improves customers’ perceptions of relationship value, 
which, in turn, leads long-term marketing success.  
 
We adopt the Affect Theory of Social Exchange (Lawler, 2001) to explain how customers’ 
perceptions of a firm’s relationship marketing investments stimulate the gratitude. The theory 
maintains that the receipt of implicit or explicit benefits by actors participating in joint social 
exchange determines the nature and intensity of the emotional response. For example, when 
exchanges are successful, and relationship investments benefit both retailer and customer, the 
exchange partners equally experience positive emotional responses, such as gratitude. When 
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exchanges result in failure, or are non-beneficial to either or both retailer and customer, 
exchange partners experience negative emotions such as disappointment and regret.  The 
Affect Theory of Social Exchange suggests that customers’ experiencing appropriate 
relationship investments by the retailer perceive their relationship with the retailer to be a 
successful social exchange, and this results in positive emotions such as gratitude.  
 
Examining customer-perceived relationship value through the lens of economic benefit is 
limiting, as to do so assumes that customer perceptions are formed on purely economic 
grounds (De Wulf, et al., 2003) When a customer perceives a retailers’ investments have only 
financial benefits, rather than also encompassing benevolence or social benefit, they are 
unlikely to experience an affective responses such as gratitude or affective commitment 
(Nelson, 2009). In such situations, customers might experience continuance or calculative 
commitment, which is sustained only as long as the cost-benefit analysis falls in favour of the 
customer. Prior research shows that a long-term relationship with a seller is unlikely to be an 
outcome of calculative commitment (Nelson, 2009; Rust & Oliver, 2000). This makes a 
narrow focus on the economic nature of relationship marketing investments problematic. 
Such a focus overlooks the scope of affects, and does not offer a psychological explanation of 
customer-firm relationships (Jang & Mattila, 2005; Uncles, Dowling, & Hammond, 2003). 
Managerially, emphasising the financial benefits of the relationship marketing investment to 
customers may explain why some loyalty programs work and others fail, This research 
responds to calls to investigate other possible psychological mechanisms that better explain 
how customers’ perceptions of relationship value influence their behaviour (e.g. Palmatier, 
Dant, & Grewal, 2007; Russell-Bennett, McColl-Kennedy, & Coote, 2000). Among various 
factors proposed, customer gratitude is worthy of attention because it provides insights into 
customer’s perceptions of, and feelings for, relationship marketing investments in an 
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exchange process. Moreover gratitude is a mechanism that has the potential to better explain 
how customer-perceived relationship marketing investments affect their perceptions of 
relationship value. 
 
Previous work has focussed on identifying psychological mechanisms that work with other 
mediating mechanisms; for example trust and commitment, to explain customer attitudes or 
to directly predict purchase behaviours (e.g. share of wallet), rather than defining purchase 
patterns as a function of customer-perceived relationship value (Morales, 2005). Missing 
from these academic advancements is a focus on the independent identity of the emotional 
response of gratitude that alone has a potential to predict customer-perceived relationship 
value. Thus the primary research question for the study is; does customer gratitude, and the 
moderating effect of perceived benevolence, play a role in making relationship marketing 
investments a success?  
 
Conceptualisation of Gratitude 
In line with Emmons and McCullough, (2003) we conceptualise gratitude as an affective 
response, which arises from the recognition of a benefit received from a benefactor. Emmons 
and McCullough, (2003) assert that gratitude is a positive emotion that stems from an 
experience of a positive outcome, intentionally provided by another person, firm or 
organisation. Importantly we distinguish between the emotion of gratitude and its 
behavioural manifestations, such as the facial, vocal or gestural indicators of gratitude for 
three reasons. Firstly, gratitude might be felt without being expressed and its behavioural 
components might not necessarily represent gratitude (Emmons & Crumpler, 2000; 
Fredrickson, 2004). Second, gratitude is an emotion that may be represented by different 
behaviours (Harpham, 2004; Polak & McCullough, 2006). Buck (2004) supports this view by 
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maintaining that the gratitude is an experience and, as with other emotions, one may feel 
gratitude without actually expressing it. He also asserts that common automatic expressive 
aspects (e.g. “thank you”) may not have any link with their core emotional experience (i.e. 
gratitude). Third, the view that affect and behaviour are conceptually distinct is supported by 
discourse analysis and linguistics studies (Bean & Johnstone, 1994). 
  
Hypotheses Development 
Customer-directed relationship marketing investments 
We argue that organisations’ customer-directed relationship marketing investments will be 
perceived by customers as benefits received and, as such, will constitute a key driver of 
customer gratitude. Perceived relationship marketing investments are defined as the 
customers’ perceptions of resources, effort and attention that retailers dedicate to maintaining 
or enhancing relationships with regular customers that cannot be recovered if these 
relationships are terminated (De Wulf, Odekerken-Schröder, & Lacobucci, 2001). 
Relationship marketing investments do not include the core product or service being 
purchased, rather, they represent retailers’ extra efforts, adapted policies, discounts, exclusive 
offers or small considerations such as gifts or personalised notes (Palmatier, Jarvis, Bechkoff, 
& Kardes, 2009).  
 
Prior research has shown that customer perceptions of relationship marketing investments 
result in positive affective responses (Aronson & Mills, 1959; De Wulf, et al., 2003; Weiner, 
1974). Researchers acknowledge that when customers perceive they have received a benefit, 
they experience an affective response towards the benefactor (Dahl, Honea, & Manchanda, 
2003; Palmatier, et al., 2009). Several authors have suggested that perceptions of relationship 
marketing investments between partners may generate an affective response of gratitude 
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(Komter, 2004; Fredrickson, 2004) leading to purchase intentions towards the organisation 
(Palmatier, et al., 2009; Raggio & Folse, 2006). Based on this discussion, the first hypothesis 
is proposed; 
 
H1: Customers’ perceptions of relationship marketing investments have a direct 
positive impact on customer gratitude.  
 
Customer-perceived benevolence 
In line with Ganesan (1994) and Doney and Cannon (1997), customer-perceived benevolence 
is defined as a customer’s perception of the degree to which a seller is sincerely interested in 
customer wellbeing. Benevolence involves retailers showing consideration and sensitivity to 
customers’ needs and rights, to protect customers’ interests and refrain from exploiting 
customers (Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2002).  Attachment Theory suggests that promoting 
wellbeing and securing the interest of the beneficiary are essential to generating the belief 
that the benefactor has emotional sincerity (Bowlby, 1977; Bretherton, 1985; Feeney & 
Noller, 1990). The return on relationship marketing investments is sensitive to customers’ 
perception of the retailers’ benevolence in providing the benefit (Palmatier, et al., 2009). For 
example, if a retailer offers to provide an augmentation (e.g. a laptop case to a customer 
interested in purchasing a superseded laptop computer), the customer will be more grateful 
than if the case were automatically a part of a promotion designed to clear stocks. This 
suggests when customers perceive a relationship marketing investment as an act of 
benevolence, they feel more gratitude than when they perceive the action is a duty-based 
obligation or contractual requirement (Gouldner, 1960; Palmatier, et al., 2009). Other studies 
by Zaleski (1988), Emmons et al. (2003) and Weiner et al. (1979) support the notion that 
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people experience more gratitude when they believe that the benefit is benevolently rendered 
by others. As such, the second hypothesis is proposed; 
 
H2: The relationship between perceived relationship marketing investments and 
customer gratitude is moderated by customers’ perceptions of the benevolence of the 
seller. When perceived benevolence is high, the relationship between perceived 
relationship marketing investments and customer gratitude is stronger than when 
perceived benevolence is low.  
  
Customer-perceived value of a relationship 
Hogan (2001) defines the customer-perceived value of a relationship as the customer’s 
perception of the cumulative worth of all the tangible and non-tangible benefits that they 
derive from the relationship with the retailer. Interestingly, the exchange process highlights 
the difference between the customer-perceived value of relationship and the experiential 
value of relationship. Woodruff (1997) maintains that the perceived value should pass 
through various stages of value creation, necessarily involving the pre-purchase stage. Other 
researchers relate the perceived value of a relationship with cognitive and functional elements 
of quality, as well as performance and behavioural intentions (Dodds, 1991; Patterson & 
Spreng, 1997). Sheth, Newman, and Gross (1991) broaden the scope of this research by 
maintaining that perceptions of relationship value are not limited to the cognitive and 
functional elements of the offering alone; rather, affective components (i.e. gratitude and 
affective commitment) are equally important to deriving value from relationships. 
 
Emotional responses associated with specific motives influence relationship value 
perceptions (Ballantyne, Varey, Frow, & Payne, 2008; Wilson, 1995). It is more likely that a 
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customer will prefer to interact in an environment where they experience emotional response 
of gratitude to an organisation. Researchers recognise that receiving benefits from 
benefactors results in pleasure and develops feelings of gratitude in the beneficiary, as well as 
the desire to build a relationship with the benefactor. Buck (2004) and Dahl et al. (2003) 
argue that both the benefactor’s image and the value of the relationship are improved when 
the customer assesses the cost of the benefits derived from the relationship with the 
benefactor. Wilson (1995), Ballantyne et al. (2008) and Ravald and Grönroos (1996) 
illustrate how emotions, such as gratitude, influences customer perceptions of relationship 
value. These researchers conclude that, allowing for cognitive judgments, the customer-
perceived value of a relationship will be greater if their affective response favours the service. 
Based on this discussion, the third hypothesis is proposed: 
 
H3: Customer gratitude has a direct positive impact on customer-perceived value of the 
relationship with the firm.  
 
Customer gratitude 
Gratitude is the recognition that a retailer has acted toward the advantage of the customer and 
the acknowledgement of civility leading to the building of a mutually beneficial relationship 
(Raggio, Walz, Godbole, & Folse, 2013). As presented earlier, customers are conscious of the 
extra efforts and resources retailers invest into maintaining or enhancing their relationship 
marketing programs (De Wulf, et al., 2001). These efforts, such as, adapted policies, 
exclusive discounts or offers, convey to customers that the retailer is making genuine 
investments into programs designed to augment the customer-retailer relationship. The 
perceived value of that relationship is considered the cumulative worth of all tangible and 
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non-tangible benefits that customer received from the relationship with the retailer (Hogan, 
2001).         
 
The principle aim of the retailers’ marketing investment program is to create an enduring, 
long-term relationship with their core customer, where the customer perceives the value of 
such a relationship increases their overall utility, leading to improved levels of loyalty. 
Studies have indicated that feeling gratitude has the potential to encourage future economic 
exchanges and produce positive relational outcomes (Morales, 2005; Soscia, 2007). As 
argued, adopting a purely economic approach to explaining the relationship between the 
customers perceived relationship marketing investments of the retailer and the perceived 
value of that relationship, does not consider the customers emotional responses to the actions 
of the retailer. In such transactional exchanges between two parties, there is no intention of 
future  interactions (Palmatier, et al., 2007). Accordingly, it is argued that the emotional 
response of gratitude provides a better psychological explanation of how relationship 
marketing investments operate to improve the value that customer place on their relationship 
with the retailer. As such, the final hypothesis is proposed; 
 
H4:  Customer gratitude will mediate the relationship between perceived relationship 
marketing investments and perceived value of the relationship. 
 
Customer gratitude model 
Bringing these hypotheses together, a model is developed to describe how customer gratitude 
mediates the relationship between customer-perceived relationship marketing investments 
and customer-perceived value of relationship with the seller. Customer perceptions of the 
benevolence of the seller and customer cynicism both moderate the relationship between 
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customers’ perceptions of relationship marketing investments and customer gratitude. Our 
customer gratitude model is presented in Figure 1.  
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A survey-based method was deemed appropriate to examine the relationships between the 
variables in the Customer Gratitude Model. The data was obtained via a paper-based survey, 
administered to 1600 students attending three leading universities in Pakistan, resulting in a 
response rate of 69%. Participants were asked to recall their favourite retailer and then 
responded to a series of multi-item Likert measures on a seven-point scale, ranging from 
‘strongly disagree (1) to ‘strongly agree’ (7), to capture the constructs studied; Perceived 
Relationship Marketing Investments (PRMI), Customer Gratitude (CG), Customer Perceived 
Benevolence (CPB) and Customer-Perceived Value of Relationship (CPVR) with the retailer. 

















H 1 H 3
H 2
H 4  
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Table 1: Item loadings, scale sources and modified items used in the study 
 
Constructs Item label Item 
loadings 
Scale sources Adapted items used in the study 
RMI RMI_02 .443 
De Wulf et al. (2001) 
...makes significant investments in building a 
relationship with me. 
RMI RMI_04 .500 ... offers me something extra to keep me shopping here. 
RMI RMI_05 .756 ... devotes special time and effort to our mutual relationship. 
RMI RMI_06 .786 ... works extra hard to improve its relationship with me. 
CPB BEN_01 .450 
Kumar et al. (1995) 
... always puts me first in any decisions and actions 
that are related to me. 
CPB BEN_05 .639 ... understands when problems arise. 
CPB BEN_06 .701 ... seriously considers how its future decisions and actions will affect me. 
CG GRAT_04 .527 
McCullough et al. 
(2002) 
I could not have got where I am today without the help 
of... 
CG GRAT_05 .873 I am very thankful for the benefits that are provided to me. 
CG GRAT_06 .793 ... gives me the benefits that are important to me. 
CPVR RSPVAL_01 .726 
Hogan (2001) 
My relationship with ... is very valuable for me. 
CPVR RSPVAL_03 .761 My relationship with ... gives many benefits to my life.
CPVR RSPVAL_04 .725 I expect to enjoy more benefits from ... because of a long-term relationship. 
 
RMI= perceived-relationship marketing investments, CPB= customer-perceived benevolence, CG=Customer 




It is generally accepted that the minimum acceptable size for structural equation modelling 
(SEM) is 250 (Albright & Park, 2008). However, large sample sizes cause concerns about the 
goodness-of-fit indices, as large samples cause them to over-indicate poor fit (Albright & 
Park, 2008; Arbuckle, 2007). Thus, once the data were cleaned, the dataset was randomly 
split in to two subsets (i.e. Dataset1 [N=540] and Dataset2 [N=553]. Dataset 1 was used to 
test the measurement model (i.e. for confirmatory factor analysis). Dataset 2 was employed to 
test the structural model using path analysis, Sobel tests and slope analysis, in order to assess 
the mediated and moderated relationships.  
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Testing the measurement model – Data set 1 
Preliminary analyses reveal that measures used in this study displayed adequate psychometric 
properties and appeared to be free of systematic bias. Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics 
of Dataset 1. In order to test the proposed model, a two-step SEM strategy, which includes a 
confirmatory measurement model and confirmatory structural model test (Gerbing & 
Anderson, 1988), was used. Several goodness-of-fit indices were evaluated to determine if 
the measurement model could be considered reliable for testing hypotheses. Overall, the 
model fit summary produced by AMOS 18 provides an indication of the appropriateness of 
the measurement model. The overall indices (CMIN/DF).2.160; CFI .971; RMSEA .046; 
SRMR .038) suggest a good fit of the model to the data and the four-factor model is well 
supported by the analysis. 







































1 Perceived relationship marketing 
investments 
3.660 1.768 .621 0.704 1 .593 .564 .515 
2 Customer-perceived benevolence 3.950 1.827 .596 0.708  1 .555 .465 
3 Customer gratitude 4.654 1.341 .731 0.768   1 .652 
4 Customer- perceived value of 
relationship 
4.625 1.452 .708 0.744    1 
Square of inter-factor correlations, all values are significant at p<.05, N=540 , Where AVE= Average Variance 
Extracted, PRMI= Perceived relationship marketing investments,  CPB= customer-perceived benevolence,  CG= 
Customer gratitude and CPVR= customer-perceived value of relationship.  
 
Reliability and validity 
Preliminary reliability analyses (see Table 2) revealed that the internal consistency of all 
scales was above that minimum threshold (Cronbach α >0.70) confirming reliability. Existing 
scales from the literature were used to improve nomological validity and adapted for use in 
this study. In order to maximise content validity, these adapted items were pre-tested twice. 
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The adapted questionnaire was distributed to eight PhD students from different universities in 
Australia. Feedback allowed us to identify if the items were able to tap into the concept of 
gratitude and other constructs adequately. Second, a panel of senior marketing academics 
judged the survey items and deemed all adapted items suitable for tapping into the conceptual 
domain. Minor modifications to the wording and format of the questionnaire were made. 
Table 2 shows that Cronbach alphas scores are .71 or above, demonstrating good reliability 
(Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). All item loadings are significant (p < .01), in support of 
convergent validity (Gerbing & Anderson, 1988). Additionally Average variance extracted 
(Table 2) of each construct is above than the recommended .50, confirming convergent 
validity of all scales (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Inspection of correlation matrix revealed (see 
Table 2) moderately low correlations between all constructs, demonstrating constructs’ 
discriminant validity. An additional test for discriminant validity was undertaken. Average 
variance of each construct was greater than its shared variance with any other construct 
suggesting discriminant validity for each construct (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).  
 
Testing the conceptual model – Dataset 2 
First, in order to test the mediating effect of CG between PRMI and CPVR, these 
relationships were modelled. The mediating role of CG was further examined using Sobel 
tests. Second, the moderating roles of CPB on PRMI and CG were tested and then confirmed 
through slope analysis. The model parameters were estimated using maximum likelihood 
(ML) methods (Mardia & Marshall, 1984).  
 
Mediating effect of Customer Gratitude 
In order to test the mediating effect of CG on the relationship between PRMI and CPVR, 
these relationships were modelled as partially mediated by CG. An inspection of fit indices 
suggested that the first structural model displayed good model fit, with χ2 (33) = 88.921 
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(Significant), CFI = .970, NFI = .953, AGFI/GFI = .944/.966, SRMR=.044 and RMSEA = 
.056. Path analysis (see Figure 2) reveals support for Hypotheses 1, 2 and 4, indicating that 
the impact of PRMI on CPVR is partially mediated by CG. The variance accounted for by the 
mediating influence of CG on the relationship between PRMI and the consequence of CG is 
45% (z=6.482). The results support a model where the impact of PRMI on CPVR reduces as 
CG is introduced as a mediator. 
 
Figure 2: Test of the mediating effect of customer gratitude 
 
 
The results of the Sobel test support the analyses by confirming the existence of a partial 
mediated relationship (z-value = 9.89, p<.001 for CPVR). The analysis of the main effects 
revealed that the direct influence of PRMI on CPVR reduced as CG, the mediator, was 
introduced. Based on below results of the tests, hypotheses 1 and 3 are accepted. 








Moderating effect of customer-perceived benevolence 
Type of Mediation Partial 
Sobel z-values for  customer- perceived value 
of the relationship 
Sobel’s z-value = 9.89, p<.001 for  
customer- perceived value of the 
relationship 
Standardized coefficient of perceived relationship marketing investments on  
customer- perceived value of the relationship 
Direct: 
Customer- perceived value of the 
relationship (β = .52, p<.001). 
 
Indirect: 
Customer- perceived value of the 
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AMOS 18 was used to test the moderating effect of CPB on the relationship between PRMI 
and CG. The adequacy of the second structural model was evaluated using an assessment of 
fit indices by AMOS 18 (see Figure 3). An inspection of fit indices suggested that this 
structural model demonstrates acceptable fit to the data, with χ2 (18) = 57.806 (significant), 
CFI = .965, NFI = .950, AGFI/GFI = .946/.973, SRMR=.040 and RMSEA = .064. PRMI 
have a significant positive relationship with CG (β =.665, p<.05). The inclusion of the two-
way interaction term (PRMI and CPB explains a small but significant additional amount of 
variance in the dependent variable (ΔR2 = -.02, z (-2.604), p<.001). Thus, H2 is accepted.  
Figure 3: Test of the moderating effects of customer-perceived benevolence and customer cynicism 
 
Slope analysis 
Simple slope analysis further confirms that PRMI has a significant effect on levels of CG for 
customers perceiving low benevolence (β = -.190, t(2,542) = -5.2, p<.001); however, 
customers perceiving high benevolence were protected from the negative influence of PRMI 
on CG (β = .012, t(1,542) = .71, p<.001). Customers perceiving different levels of 
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benevolence, but large differences were noted under conditions of low benevolence. Figure 4 
indicates that a non-substantial but significant moderating relationship exists.  
Figure 4: Two-way interaction of relationship marketing investments and customer-perceived benevolence on 
customer gratitude 
 
Where PRMI= perceived relationship marketing investments, CPB=customer-perceived benevolence. 
Testing the customer gratitude model 
The final customer gratitude model (see Figure 5) shows a significant positive path from 
PRMI to CG. CG has further significant positive path to CPVR. CPB significantly moderates 
the relationship between PRMI and CG. CG partially mediates the relationship between 
PRMI and CPVR. The adequacy of this structural model was evaluated using an assessment 
of fit indices in AMOS 18. Inspection of fit indices suggested that the hypothesised model 
displays good fit to the data, with χ2 (41) = 115.491 (significant at p<.001), CFI = .960, NFI 
= .940, AGFI/GFI = .937/.961, SRMR=.045 and RMSEA = .058.  
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Discussion, implications, limitations and future research 
The majority of past academic research on customers’ perceived benefits has not 
acknowledged the role of positive emotions, such as gratitude, in customer choice and 
response models. Adopting a purely economic lens reinforces the paradigm that customers 
are all rational and utility-maximising and that the loyalty schemes of retailers are a reflection 
of this same paradigm. Yet, the ineffectiveness of loyalty programs indicates other factors are 
at play in this relationship (Nunes & Drèze, 2006). We concur with the emergent view that it 
is critical to introduce the construct of gratitude into studies of seller-buyer relationships 
because customer gratitude may explain the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of customer-
directed relationship investments (Raggio, Walz, Godbole, & Folse, 2014). Our study 
demonstrates that customer gratitude is a mediating psychological mechanism that can better 
explain the relationship between the customer perceptions of relationship marketing 
investments and customer customer-perceived value of the relationship. We assert that 
gratitude is a significant component of personal relationships and thus may offer important 
insights into customer-retailer relationships. Further, we ascertain a small but significant 
moderating effect of customer perceived benevolence between perceptions of the firm’s 
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We contend that higher levels of gratitude can strengthen the relationship between the 
customers’ perceptions of a retailers’ relationship marketing program and their overall 
perception of the value of the relationship they have with that retailer. Further, that when 
customers perceive the investment is benevolent; they feel more gratitude than if they 
perceive the action is simply duty bound. Accordingly, retailers should focus on activities 
designed to generate higher levels of customer gratitude toward the retailer, while ensuring 
such activities do not exploit a customers’ good will and patronage. As proffered, programs 
that simply mimic competitors’ offerings or that are built into the product or service may 
generate little gratitude or need to reciprocate. In contrast, retailers could increase gratitude 
by empowering store teams to more benevolently and flexibly apply relationship marketing 
activities; such as allowing them to adapt store policies, personalise communications, provide 
‘small favours’ or even ‘bend the rules’, within set boundaries. It is suggested that very 
structured quid pro quo programs tend to be integrated into the overall value proposition and 
thus lose their ability to promote relationships (Palmatier, et al., 2009). Accordingly, it is 
recommended that programs should retain some random or discretionary elements that 
demonstrate to serve customers’ best interests over financial gains to increase perceptions of 
benevolence.  
 
The intention behind the gift is critical to the activation of gratitude, hence retailers should 
avoid benefits that appear to provide financial gain for the store. A retailer who refers a 
customer to a competitor when it does not have the right product in stock, leverages 
benevolence and better positions itself as caring more for the customer than for their own 
profitably. Such efforts demonstrate that a retailers’ intention is to do whatever is best for the 
customer rather than serve only its own self-interests, and such efforts are much more likely 
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to generate gratitude, positive perceptions of the value of the customer-retailer relationship 
and future purchase loyalty. 
 
A retailer could further leverage their relationship marketing investment by providing the 
benefit when the customer’s need is the highest and the benefit provides the most perceived 
value. As an example, higher levels of gratitude and perceived benevolence will be 
experienced in situations where a customer has genuinely made a purchase error and the 
retailer responds urgently to redress at all costs. Consider a customer planning a night out and 
realising they have selected the wrong sized garment after the store has just closed. A retailer 
who delivers the right size to the customer home, or re-opens the store briefly, will generate 
more goodwill and gratitude, than if the customer was simply offered an exchange the next 
day in line with store policy. Programs that generate high levels of gratitude are important, 
but loyalty will only occur if customers act on these feelings, thus, retailers should give 
customers opportunities to reciprocate soon after providing them with the benefit. A 
customer’s feeling of gratefulness toward a seller will diminish or potentially generate 
feelings of guilt over time. Accordingly, retailers should follow up post-purchase, to measure 
the satisfaction with the product or service encounter and at this time provide a personalised 
offer or token. Finally, retailers should leverage relationship marketing activities by 
designing programs that increase customers’ perceptions of the retailer’s benevolence when 
providing customer benefits. Increasing the customers’ perceptions of the retailers’ 
benevolent motives will increase the level of gratitude formed. Appeals that convey messages 
of trust, customer commitment or reliability, such as ‘price guarantees’, integrity in pricing 
practices or ‘money-back guarantees’ will elevate levels of perceived benevolence.  
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Practically, the research provides retailers with a better understanding of why relationship 
investments succeed or fail in stimulating customer gratitude, which subsequently impacts 
corporate benefits such as customer perceptions of relationship value; and why customers 
experience different levels of gratitude for the same customer-directed investments from the 
retailer. Hence, retailers should be cautious in implementing generic loyalty card programs, 
or sweeping discounts to all members, expecting that these relationship marketing programs 
will generate equivalent customer responses.  
 
The limited empirical research in the area of customer gratitude with respect to customer-
perceived value of relationship with the retailer is mainly due to a lack of suitable models 
(Pan, et al., 2012). Accordingly, this research contributes a diagnostic model for improving 
organisational strategies through the development of effective relationship marketing 
campaigns. It is recognised our results demonstrate a small amount of variance in customer 
gratitude and it is suggested further research should explore other underlying factors in order 
to improve amounts of variance explained in customer gratitude. As this research was 
undertaken in a broad retail context, in order to improve generalizability (respondents were 
asked to recall a favourite retailer), further research should re-test this model across other 
service contexts, such as financial institutions or hospitality organisations. Other constructs 
(service-scape, perceived competence of seller) that leverage gratitude could also be included 
to gain better insight into this phenomenon. Our Customer Gratitude Model should be 
extended across other service contexts (Vesel & Zabkar, 2009) and different cultures and it 
would be interesting to test this model against tangible and intangible reward offerings (i.e., 
invitations to product launches or virtual points versus free gifts and product discounts).  
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Due to the cross-sectional nature of this research, our study does not capture long-term 
feelings of customer gratitude. Future research should examine whether feelings of emotional 
gratitude are quick-moving reactions that occur when a shopper encounters an immediate, 
unexpected stimulus (Gross & Thompson, 2005) or diffused slow-moving feeling states, 
(Rottenberg, 2005; Rottenberg & Gross, 2003; Watson, 2000) and how this effects long-term 
customer-seller relationships. We did not decompose the ‘value’ in this study; hence future 
research should explore what constitutes value in the buyer-seller relationship. Is it utility, 
relevance, cost, convenience, interest, congruence, or a combination? Finally, our research 
does not address the seller’s gratitude in response to benefits reciprocated by customers, but 
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